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Apropos of Spelling Reform 



^ The renewed activity in the discussion of spelling reform, and of 

J the best means of furthering its progress, has suggested to me the wisdom 

»o of a rather exhaustive discussion of the subject from the standpoint of 

^ what must be done to bring it about, and of what would be the advant- 

E ages, and the obstacles and disadvantages, involved in the reform. 

J The subject is rather hackneyed in its general aspects, to be sure; and 

9 it is not easy to treat of it without being diverted either by the levity or 

ridicule with which the matter is dismissed by some, or by the somewhat 
hysterical advocacy of reform of others who are extreme in their pessi- 
mism about our present system of spelling. 

The first thing that has impressed me in the consideration of the 
subject has be^n the need of some exact knowledge of what would be 
the result of any particular measure of reform. HoW is this knowledge 
to be obtained, and what method of exhibiting the proposed changes 
k will convey the clearest idea of the results which they will effect. It is 

? obvious that a complex such as the English language, having upwards 

I of one hundred thousand parts (ignoring the fact that there are several 

\ times this number of words reckoned as part of the language), cannot be 

grasped in all its parts by the mind without the aid of statistics; and no 
I scientist would attempt the simplification of so complex a system with- 

i out exact tables or statistics showing the parts affected, and the nature 

of the effect caused by any proposed modification. Similarly, I believe 
that any substantial improvement of our spelling which is to be accom- 
plished by convention must be equally based upon an exact knowledge 
of what the effect of any proposed improvement will be, not with refer- 
ence to a few dozen or a few hundred words, but with reference to our 
written language as a whole. There is no way of obtaining this knowl- 
edge other than by the systematic making of lists and tables of words 
by which the effects of proposed changes may be studied and analysed; 
and this is a dreary and thankless task. Yet it must be done before any 
definite results of any system can be clearly or certainly stated. Lists of 
such words have already been made by our philological societies, but • 
they are far from exhaustive so far as I know them ; indeed they are but 
the beginning of the task. 

I began to make the accompanying table of words involving spel- 
lings in ae or e, oe or e, and ei or i, in the hope that it might lead to some 
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results or conclusions that would be of value, the selection of these classes 
of terms for such treatment being made for various reasons. The number 
of such terms in the dictionaries is large, but was, I thought, not large 
enough to preclude my making the table; also, more or less had already 
been attempted in the way of changing the spellings of these terms from 
the double-vowel form (in ae, oe, or ei) to the single-vowel form (in e or 
i) both in groups and in many isolated instances; and they thus afford 
a means of studying the effects of such attempts. The changing in 
groups has primarily been chiefly or entirely in reference books in ad- 
vance of actual usage, either to promote what seemed a desirable change, 
or to conform to what seemed a tendency of the time. 

The making of the table has involved far more labor than I antici- 
pated, and the results which flow from it are discouragingly indefinite. 
Of course, the table as it stands is not really based upon any phonetic 
principle, but rather illustrates the various effects and the state of usage 
(so far as shown by the dictionaries in question) in respect to the spelling 
of the words in one form or the other. The principle of simplifying our 
spelling, and remotely of phonetic spelling, is, however, involved in it, 
but I should Hke to have presented the words grouped according to a 
phonetic analysis, which lack of time prevents me from doing. It is to 
be hoped that should such a table prove suggestive and helpful others 
of similar and fuller detail, better conceived and better executed, on 
phonetic principles, will be at hand for the use of those who shall be 
instrumental in the solution of our spelling problem. There is one im- 
provement, however, that scholars might accomplish without the aid of 
such tables. By the exercise of an amount of "sweet reasonableness** 
and mutual concession a common and uniform system of transliteration 
might be established; and this ought to be done. 

The preparation of the table was in brief this : I ran hastily through 
Webster's International Dictionary and listed the terms belonging to 
any of the three classes. Those words, such as equal, sphere, economics y 
etc., that are settled in their spelling in the e form or the i form, so that 
there is now ordinarily no consciousness of the existence of two forms, 
were intentionally omitted from the list ; a few others were doubtless 
overlooked that otherwise would have been included; a few have been 
listed that are practically settled in the e or i spelling for the sake of an 
example or two. However, neither the omission of the one nor the 
inclusion of the other is considerable enough to take away from the 
utility of the table as presenting the variations and tendencies of spell- 
ings in the classes of words involved. 

My list, when made, was compared with the "Oxford English 
Dictionary" (edited by Dr. James A. H. Murray), the "Century Dic- 
tionary," the "Standard Dictionary," "Dunglison's Medical Dictionary** 
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(ed. of 1903), and "Gould's Medical Dictionary" (edition of 1898); and 
the Webster and other dictionaries are respectively designated in the 
table by W, M, C, S, D, and G. The results of the comparison (which I 
have made myself to ensure reasonable accuracy) are given in two 
groups of columns, the symbol for each dictionary being stamped for 
each word on the side that represents the spelling preferred by that 
dictionary. When a word is not included in the vocabulary of any of 
the books the corresponding space is left blank on both sides. 

During the year or more over which the preparation of the table hag 
dawdled along I have checked in my reading any of the words that caught 
my attention; and I have also looked up especially a few words of ex- 
ceptional interest or importance in the list, such as haemorrhage, haemor- 
rhoids oedema, etc. The citations made I have totaled, and give them in 
columns showing the number of citations made for either or both 
spellings, counting as far as possible only a single citation from any one 
book or pamphlet for any one word. The citations are mostly from 
publications of the last fifteen years, and have been made with entire 
in difference, as to the spelling found — that is, I have not watched for 
words spelt in one way rather than another, since any reasoning based 
on such information would be worthless. Although the citations re- 
corded are but a few, they afford an index of the facts as to actual 
usage; but it needs more of them with dates of usage to show with 
certainty any existing tendency towards one spelling or another; and 
I should welcome comment, information, or citations bearing upon the 
question. 

The results to be obtained from the table are not important or 
surprising. A few undisputed facts are made more emphatic, and 
some pertinent questions are suggested. It seemed worth while to state 
a few of these, prefacing them by a short resum^ of the table; and this 
I have done below, with any explanation that I felt to be necessary, 
as my only comment. The further interpretation of the facts and the 
answer to the questions I leave until future added knowledge or light 
shall make them clearer than they now are. 

The table consists of three parts, the first and largest containing the ae 
or e terms ; the second the oe or e terms ; and the third and smallest part 
the ei or i terms. Some words of the ae and oe classes have in English 
either as their only or as secondary spellings the forms ai and oi respec- 
tively. These ai and oi forms I have intentionally omitted, as aitiological, 
daimon, hetaira, paideutic, phainopepla, homoiousian, homoioptoton, etc. 
These spellings are used or affected by some scholars, especially those 
who feel most strongly the influence of the classicizing of spelHngs in 
writing on Classical subjects; but the number of such forms is small; and 
they have no apparent tendency to influence our conventional spellings. 
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The words given are written in their alphabetic order, with the double- j 

vowel form in each case, although this involves giving under that form. ^ 

numbers of words, such as aenigma, oeconomy, which are now seldom or ^ 

never so printed except as a use due to personal idiosyncrasy, an affecta- 
tion of the archaic, or some reason for the nonce. Besides these words 
included only for the sake of a few examples, there are others where the 
certainty of preference for the e form is not so great, and which may be 
used in the double-vowel form regularly by certain classes of writers or 
in certain connections, but not generally so. From these to those in 
which the ae or oe is preferred by usage and all the dictionaries there are 
examples marking every intermediate stage of uncertainty. No ques- 
tion arises as to the spelling of such words as are a part of the general 
vernacular and popular literature, such as enigma, economy, so far as 
concerns the choice between ae or oe on tlie one hand and e on; the other. 
Should a general phonetic spelling be discussed they would then 
come under consideration; but their present spelling is fixed as e, and 
there is no general consciousness of the existence of any other form. 
Yet the other forms are used occasionally for one or the other reasons 
above noted, and this fact attests the extreme vitality of the ae and oe 
forms. I remember having seen aenigma, oeconomical, Europaean, and 
some others within about a year; and at the time of this writing have ^ 

come upon maeander in Walter's ** History of Ancient Pottery," Scrib- i^ 

ners, 1905, p. 280. The word demon (given as daemon in the list) is | 

peculiar. The popular spelling in the vernacular sense of an evil spirit 
is fixed as '' demon \'' but the Classical sense does not involve, neces- «^ 

sarily , the evil import ; and the word in the spelling daemon or daimon \ 

is often used by writers in the Classical sense to differentiate it from its 
ordinary English sense. Indeed, I believe the ae spelling is much the 
more common in cases where the word is so used. The word Aetna is 
also peculiar in that it seems to be fixed in the spelling Etna as used of a 
portable stove (which is the only sense giving it place), although as the 
name of the mountain no classical writer, I suppose, would now spell it 
otherwise than Aetna. The form Etna is here reminiscent of an earlier 
period when it was to some extent the fashion or usage to spell these 
classical terms with the e instead of ae or oe. Later views have done 
away with this fashion or tendency completely ; and there is now hardly 
any field in which the ae and oe spellings are as uniformly adhered to as 
they are in literature on Classical and archaeological subjects. 

The ae and oe sections have certain features in common that make 
it wise to take them together; treating the ei table alone. In the first 
two it is apparent at a glance that there is ' * confusion worse confounded, ' * 
and that no one could remember the shiftings back and forth in spellings 
indicated by the table; nor would any sane person attempt to do so. 
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Life is too short Usage itself does not do it; and most words in the 
table a writer would feel free to write in either way he might choose. 

On the whole it is noticeable that M. gives as the preferred forms 
the spellings in ae and oe for most of the words except such as are now 
vernacular or purely literary; that Webster, on the whole, prefers the 
ae and oe forms for the same classes of words, except in the case of the 
/?a/a^(?- words and some other classes or cases more or less scattered; 
that Century and Standard have preferred the e spellings nearly uni- 
formly for many classes of terms such as haemo- words, palaeo- words, 
words in -rhoea, etc., but have not attempted to change, other classes. 
Of the medical dictionaries D. prefers the a^ and oe forms, and G. the 
e forms. It is noticeable that the American dictionaries often all agree 
on the e spelling where M. prefers the a£ or oe, so that M. appears on one 
side and W., C, and S. on the other; in other cases M. and W. run along 
on one side and C. and S., on the other. 

Throughout the table cases of unaccountable inconsistencies occur; 
thus the classical names Achaean, Aegean, Aeneid, Aeolian, Aeolus, are 
treated in as many different ways as there are words. 

The citations total 1263 for the ae forms and 712 for the e forms. 
Of course one citation, or half a dozen, for any one word would not in 
itself be indicative of anything as to the general preference in the spelling 
of the term; but as great a difference as this in a matter of about 2000 
citations, which count no book more than once for any one word, is 
significant, and shows prima facie a general preference in the classes of 
words concerned for the spelling having the majority, of 551. 

In the case of the ei or i terms there is less diversity of usage. Thefe 
has been no apparent effort on the part of any of the dictionaries to 
change the spelling from one form to the other; they seem rather to 
have attempted to follow usage. Usage has given the preference to the 
ei form for certain classes and to the i form for others; and as a result 
we have a comparatively simple state of affairs, with the dictionaries 
grouped in long lists first on one side, and then on the other, with here 
and there an exception. 

Although the table makes very clear the urgent need of regulariz- 
ing the spellings of the words involved, it does not afford a basis for 
the suggestion of any satisfactory system for so doing that is also practical 
at the present time. The main conclusions and questions suggested by 
it are given below in separate numbered paragraphs. I have chosen this 
form of presenting them for the sake of the added clearness and distinct- 
ness obtainable, although it gives a disconnected and somewhat incon- 
sequent appearance to what would have a reasonable unity and consec- 
utiveness if the threads of connection were supplied. The facts which 
seem evident from the table or from our common knowledge are : 
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1. The changes of spelling shown in the table are not uniform even 
for the same classes of terms. 

2. The Oxford English Dictionary has chosen as its preferred form 
the one preferred in contemporary (British) usage, and has in general 
noted any material divergence from this in American usage — e. g., 
foetus, palaeo- (s. v. in M.). 

3. The other general dictionaries have given what they considered 
to be the spelling in the best usage, except where they have confessedly 
regularized the spelling by adopting the e form in one or more classes. 

4. British usage prefers the ae and oe forms to the e forms, as 
indicated by M., with practical uniformity. 

5. American usage prefers the ae and oe forms as a whole (excepting 
of course vernacular and purely literary words) , but in the cases of cer- 
tain terms the situation, so far as shown by the tabled preferences of the 
dictionaries, is in doubt. These are mostly the medical terms, the t^rms 
in palaeo' or paleo-, and the words aesthetic, etc. As to the words aesthetic, 
etc., there is nothing in M. to suggest that the ae forms are not still far 
the more common in American usage. As to the ae and oe in terms in 
use in chemical, medical, anatomical, biological, and classical literature 
ae and oe are still far the more common in American usage. I am in- 
formed by anatomists, biologists, and chemists that the ae and oe are 
almost uniformly used by them. In medical terms the e form is more ^ 
in use ; but the facts disclosed by my investigations, where carried to some ' 
extreme, in the case of a few words, is of considerable interest. For 
example, the citations for the spellings of faeces, haemorrhage, foetus, ♦ 
oesophagus were as follows (counting only one citation from a single 

book or pamphlet in any case). 



Total ae or oe preferred 



faeces 55 

foetus 177 

haemorrhage ..611 

oesophagiis . . .497 



35 = 15 Eng., 12 Am., 8 misc. 
158 = 73 Eng., 63 Am., 22 misc. 
313 = 113 Eng., 184 Am., 16 misc. 

484 = 288 Eng., 182 Am., 14 misc. 



e preferred 



20=15 Am., 5 misc. 
19 = 15 Am., 4 misc. 
298 = 143 Eng., 140 Am., 
15 misc. 
13 = 8 Am., 5 misc. 



6. This shows some tendency to shift over to the e form in the 
more recent American books, active in the case of some words, limited 
or hardly perceptible in the case of others. 

7. There is less evidence of change of spelling in British usage 
than there is in American. (The most notable recent evidence of 
change in British usage known to me is the adoption in some publications 
of the Cambridge University press of medieval and encyclopedia, although 
this appears to be in advance of British usage, as shown by M.) 
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8. In the case of learned words, especially those of classical learning 
or reference, such as Caesar, Aegean, anapaest, archaeology, etc., the 
ae and oe forms show little or no tendency to shift to the e spelling; 
indeed a nearly rigid adherence to the ae and oe forms in such cases is 
evident in actual usage. 

9. The confusion in the ae and oe words in present usage, and the 
greater confusion in the forms given the preference in the dictionaries, 
is more or less due to the preference of the e forms in some cases by the 
dictionaries and not in others ; and there is less confusion in the case of 
the ei or i words where no attempt to change the prevalent spelling has 
been made. 

10. A change of spelling which would simplify the spellings of the 
words given in the table is most desirable. 

) 11. Simplification would be accomplished by spelUng all these 
words in the double-vowel form, or all in the single-vowel form. 

12. In either case, the same letter or letters would have different 
values in different words, and therefore if such a change should be made, 
the spelling would not be phonetic. 

13. It would be useless as well as pernicious to attempt to conform 
the words of common language, such as sphere, equal, economic, to the 
double-letter form. 

14. Most of the words in the list are technical, literary, or learned 
words which present no difficulty in spelling to those who use them, 
provided they are uniformly spelt, either as a body or in large classes, 
in the double-letter or the single-letter form, with exceptions where 
any particular form offends the taste. 

15. There is no likelihood of any general agreement or even of 
a majority agreement in the use of e, at any time in the near future. 

16. The use of ae cannot be got rid of in English until the scientists 
are willing to modify their scientific terminology ; and there is no evidence 
whatever of this being done in the binomial nomenclature of botany or 
zoology, nor any elsewhere for the sake of simplicity of spelling, except 
as above noted. The ae plurals in botanical families, the great number 
of words in literary use having the plural in ae, and the conservatism of 
botanists, zoologists, biologists, chemists, classicists, and archaeologists 
is still too strong for any change on their part. 

17. Publishing houses that publish for the British as well as the 
American market find that adopting the e (which is considered an 
Americanism) tends to injure the sale of their books to the British trade. 

18. Considerable changes in our spellings still take place from one 
cause or another, — witness the greatly increased use of the British 
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spellings in -our^ -re, and doubled consonants (as in traveller) that has , 

taken place within the last fifteen years, doubtless due to the desire to \ 

remove the hindrance to British sales arising from the use of the Ameri- ^ I 

can spellings. A still more noticeable modification of the form of our | 

written language which has come about without apparent advocacy is 
that which prints the ae and oe separate instead of together (^, ce). ' 

(From the mere point of legibility this change seems clearly unfortunate ; 
it seems partly to be due to a feeling that we should Latinize the spelling 
of our words of Latin origin. I suspect, however, that this merely fur- 
nishes a color or raison d'etre for that form, and that the actual change 
is largely if not mostly due to the fact that cb and oe are impractical for 
typewritten copy, and not as easy to make on the type-setting machines 
as the ae and oe involving two finger motions but less arm motion, where 
the character is included in the machine at all. Be the facts as they 
may, there is no doubt as to the change in a widely extended number of 
books; and it is a question of interest as to whether a^ and oe are to be- 
come the accepted style. The use of ce in Anglo-Saxon terms, such as 
Mthelingy and of ae in Gaelic terms, as in the word Gaelic itself, are to be 
considered also in this connection, although the number of instances of 
their use is very small in English itself.) 

19. Any movement for the regularizing of the spelling of these V 
words in the ae and oe forms would have in its support the almost ' 
uniform preference of British usage for the ae form, the general preference 
in usage for this form in the United States, the decided or nearly uniform 
use of ae and oe by writers on classical, archaeological, anatomical, 
chemical, etc., subjects, and any advantage there is in the 'differentiation 
of the words from other forms, as the haemo- (meaning blood) terms, from 
the hemi-, (meaning half) terms, etc. 

20. If the weight of the dictionaries had been cast in favor of the 
ae and oe forms (excepting in the case of the words of common usage, 
such as sphere, enigma, equal, etc.) generally, the spelling in ae and oe 
would have probably been nearly uniform. 

The following questions are suggested. 

1. Is the advantage to be derived from a change from the ae and 
oe forms to the e form sufficient to make it advisable for Americans to 
spell with e when the British forms are in ae and oel 

2. Is there any reason for shifting to the e form in some classes of 
these words and not in other classes (to spell, for example: Achean, 
edile, edility, Egean, Egis, Eolian, Esopian, pretor, esthetic, ameba, 
homeopatb^ paleo-, etc.; but to spell : Achaemenian, Aegerian, Aeneid, 

10 
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Aerarian, Aesopic, Aesthesia, Archaeo-, coelo-, homoeomerous, .f 
monoecious, maenad, paean, taenia, etc.) 

3. What steps is it practical to take now towards simplification of 
these spellings? 

4. From the practical, common-sense point of view which spelling 
ought American writers and educators to favor? 

5. Should the dictionaries give the preference to e forms when us- 
age does not, without indicating that usage prefers the oe or ae forms in 
those cases? 
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Table of Preferred Spellings 



Acetonaemia 

Achaean 

Achaemenian 

Achaetous 

Achaene 

Achaenial 

Achaenium 

Acroaesthesia 

Aecidiomycetes 

Aecidiospore 

Aecidiostage 

Aecidium 

Aedile 
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